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The Machine Readable Archives (MRA) 
is one of eight divisions in the Archives 
Branch of the Public Archives of Canada. 
Each division collects historical material of a 
particular kind or nature such as books, 
maps, paper, photographs, film, television 
and sound recordings, as well as paintings, 
drawings, and prints. The MRA deals with 
information in machine readable or EDP 
torm; that is, information that is created or 
generated by means of a computer and that 
requires a computer to read. 

The division was established in the fall of 
1973. At the time of its creation, the divisional 
mandate was restricted to the acquisition and 
conservation of historically valuable EDP in- 
formation generated in federal government 
departments and agencies. Since that time, 
the mandate has been extended to include 
the various archival functions provided by all 
other divisions in the Archives Branch: the 
processing of the information; describing the 
information; making it available for research 
purposes; and providing advisory services. 
The mandate was also expanded to include 
information of national significance created 
in the private sector — whether by individ- 
uals, associations, or organizations. 

During the first ten years, most of the 
division’s acquisition efforts were restricted 
to federal government departments and 
agencies, primarily because of limited re- 
sources. Most of the data acquired were of a 
statistical nature, many data sets being the 
result of national surveys undertaken by dif- 
ferent government departments. A number 
of statistical data bases were also acquired, 
divisional staff having developed procedures 
for the taking of annual “snapshots” of the 
information residing in the data bases. Spe- 
cial studies are now being undertaken to de- 
termine the implications of acquiring both 
automated cartographic and textual data. 

All of the information acquired by divis- 
ional staff must undergo an elaborate pro- 
cessing procedure whereby the data are 
verified against the written documentation. 
In many cases, statistical packages are used 
during the verification process. A documen- 
tation manual containing the codebook, as 
well as information on the survey design, 
methodology, and so on, is also prepared. 
Each machine readable data file is catalogued 
using international standards — the Anglo- 
American Cataloguing Rules II. A number of 
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investigator; and subjéets; wif'varfous cross 
references. A feasibility Stady“will soon be 
undertaken to determine what automated 
system should be used for the division’s bib- 
liographic information. At the same time, we 
are working with others in both the public 
and private sectors with respect to the devel- 
opment of a national on-line system con- 
taining information on Canadian machine 
readable data files and data bases. 

Our conservation programme consists of 
the preparation of two copies of every pro- 
cessed machine readable data file, the copies 
are stored on archival quality magnetic tape 
and in separate locations. Each copy is stored 
under strict temperature and humidity con- 
trols. In addition, each reel of magnetic tape 
is precision rewound and cleaned every year, 
and one copy of the data file is recopied every 
five years. An automated tape and file man- 
agement system provides the staff with the 
necessary controls over the tapes and files. 
The other aspect of the division’s conserva- 
tion programme is the microfilming of the 
documentation manuals. These are placed on 
microfiche and are also stored in separate 
locations. Because of the instability of mag- 
netic tape as a medium of storage, studies are 
being undertaken to determine the feasibility 
of using videodisc technology in terms of the 
division’s conservation programme. The re- 
sults of these studies will not be available 
until some time in 1984. 

A number of public service functions are 
performed. Researchers are able to obtain 
copies of the data sets or extracts of data sets, 
together with a photocopy or microfiche ver- 
sion of the related documentation manual. 
Statistical analyses or tabulations will be un- 
dertaken on certain occasions, depending 
upon the availability of staff and the nature of 
the requests. The division also produces a 
number of publications: a biannual Catalogue 
of Holdings, a quarterly Bulletin, of which this 
is the first issue; pamphlets on specific 
thenres or subjects based on divisional hold- 
ings; as well as occasional technical studies. 
Divisional staff are also called upon to 
provide information sessions, courses, as 
well as different kinds of advice and as- 
sistance to those who are interested in 
establishing machine readable archives 
programmes. 
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Over the next few years major emphasis 
will be placed on the establishment of an EDP 


““xecords management programme in the 


federal government. As a result of the on- 
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~ information in departments and agencies, 
the MRA’s acquisition programme will be- 
come more “systematic” in nature rather than 
the current “ad hoc” approach. A number of 
surveys of EDP systems in the federal gov- 
ernment have been undertaken over the 
years. The results of these surveys are being 
inputted into a data base which has been 
developed in the MRA. As the amount of 
information in the data base expands, it 
should become an important source to deter- 
mine if certain information in EDP form exists 
in the Canadian federal government. 


piene the period 1 February to 30 Octo- 
ber 1982, the Social Science Computing 
Laboratory at The University of Western 
Ontario, under a contract with the MRA, un- 
dertook a survey to gather information on the 
needs of Canadian social scientists in the area 
of machine readable data services. The infor- 
mation was to be used by the division in plan- 
ning an expanded public service programme, 
more specifically in determining priorities for 
the allocation of resources to various ser- 
vice options and modes, according to the 
expressed needs of the social science 
community. 

The survey population was derived from 
two social science information systems — the 
Canadian Register of Research and Re- 
searchers in the Social Sciences (Social Sci- 
ence Register) and the Canadian Directory 
Service of Social Scientists (SocScan). The 
survey population represented a group of so- 
cial scientists in Canada who are current or 
potential users of machine readable support 
services. The actual survey population was 
3,983. Response to the survey was good; 
1,950 completed questionnaires were re- 
ceived by 30 September 1982, for an overall 
response rate of 48.95%. 

Information services and products were 
consistently rated as useful by a significantly 
higher percentage of respondents. These 
findings suggest that there is a clear priority 
among social scientists for information prod- 
ucts and services in the area of machine read- 
able data. A published union list of machine 
readable data files in Canada was perceived 
as useful by the largest percentage of re- 
spondents (93. 5%), while 41.5% of respond- 
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ents rated a union list as very useful which is 
the largest percentage of “very useful” re- 
sponses for any item. A published catalogue 
of the holdings of the MRA was rated almost 
as highly as a union list (92.8% of respond- 
ents). The establishment of a current aware- 
ness newsletter and an on-line information 
data base also received relatively high ratings 
(86.3% and 83.8% respectively). 

It is for the above reasons that we have 
decided to continue the publication of the 
divisional Catalogue of Holdings, the second 
supplement to be printed in the fall of this 
year. We have also decided to publish a quar- 
terly Bulletin, which will contain information 
on divisional holdings and procedures. If 
there is sufficient demand, it will be ex- 
panded to include information on the hold- 
ings of other data repositories. 

We would like to take this opportunity to 
express our appreciation to all of those who 
took the time to respond to the question- 
naire. For those who are interested in obtain- 
ing a copy of the User Report, please write 
directly to the division. 


New Acquisitions/ 
Processed Files 


The Machine Readable Archives has col- 
lected EDP records from federal government 
departments and agencies, royal commis- 
sions, and the private sector. As use of com- 
puters can be found in every domain, the 
holdings of the division are as varied as the 
sources from which they came. Many files 
are of a survey or time series nature and con- 
tain data on crime, immigration, agriculture, 
economics, language use and training, recre- 
ation, drug use, and the environment. In 
subsequent issues of the Bulletin this section 
will be used to advertise new acquisitions or 
files for which the documentation has been 
verified (processed files). The division pre- 
fers to release data files which have been pro- 
cessed; a heavy demand for newly acquired 
files will ensure that they become a high pri- 
ority for processing. 


Notes 


This section will be used to report on 
items of interest to the data community. Any 
information on research projects involving 
the collection of data, analysis or uses of exist- 
ing data would be welcome. It is hoped that 
through the Bulletin there can be an increase 
in the knowledge of data activities in Canada. 
The Bulletin will be published quarterly; any- 
one interested in providing information or 
obtaining further information on a specific 
topic, please contact the division at (613) 
593-7772 or write to: Machine Readable Ar- 
chives, Documentation and Public Service 
Section, 395 Wellington St., Ottawa, Ontario, 
K1A ONS. 

The Machine Readable Archives has 
three publications available free-of-charge to 
researchers: Catalogue of Holdings, which de- 
scribes the holdings available for distribu- 
tion; Recreation and Leisure Data Files, a 
pamphlet which describes the holdings re- 
lated to leisure; and Alcohol, Drug and Tobacco 
Use Data Files, a pamphlet describing the 
holdings related to drug use. 
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